Special problems in the older cancer patient: spinal cord compression and pleural effusions.
Spinal cord compression due to epidural metastases, and malignant pleural effusions are devastating complications of advanced cancer that can destroy the quality of a life that is already limited in quantity. Neither need do so. A diagnostic algorithm has been developed for each of these complications. Early diagnosis of cord compression can be accomplished by prompt myelography or magnetic resonance imaging of the affected area of the spine. A malignant pleural effusion, even one that initially appears cytologically negative, can be promptly diagnosed. Radiation and steroids are optimal therapy for most patients with cord compression, and few require surgery. Intrapleural bleomycin appears to be the most effective agent for pleurodesis.